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* * * * *
Kenneth Cook, a medical school dropout with a terrible mistake that haunts him to this day, walks the corridors of the hospital, pretending he still has his life on track, pretending he's still working with Jenny, a fellow intern that he's been crushing on since forever. But none of that matters the minute the dead start attacking the living. With his world falling apart and the hospital in complete chaos, his life is saved by a man desperate for someone to help deliver his pregnant wife's baby. Will Kenneth reconcile with his past to pick up his doctor's coat once more and save the vulnerable or abandon a family to certain death as he ignores their plight, choosing to find Jenny and escape instead?
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A Personal Message From Kent Reaper
* * * * *
Kenneth Cook trudged down the hall. His head drooped, his footsteps heavy. People in blue, white and green zipped by him, treating his existence like a mere obstacle in their way. He looked up, watching them stride by with purpose, with stethoscopes draped around their necks, sitting on wheelchairs and with IV drips stuck in their arms.
Why are you even here? He asked himself for the umpteenth time even though till now, he still couldn't find an answer.
He arrived at the end of the corridor and couldn't help but look through the small glass pane into ward 29. A single, heavily pregnant woman lay inside, her devoted husband and father of her kids sat beside her, holding her hand, whispering sweet nothings into her ear.
Kenneth smiled, remembering their exuberant anticipation of new life when he last came in to check on the chart at the end of the bed. He would have been there too, when the newborn was going to be delivered into this world and about to take its first gasp of stale, hospital air.
Shaking his head wistfully, he turned back from the ward and started making his way down the corridor again.
I think it's best if you consider whether a career here is really right for you.
Kenneth shook his head in forceful denial. As if that could stop the image of his ex-supervisor's disappointed face from flashing over and over again in his mind.
Forget it. It's over.
Or was it? If it was indeed over, then why was he still unable to let go of it all?
Why was he still here?
Kenneth didn't have an answer. But deep down, he probably knew how much he'd miss this place.
No longer an intern, he was freed from the continuous high pressure obligations the hospital piled upon him. But as that weight was taken away, so was his purpose in life.
Now, he found himself wandering the halls of the hospital in a daze, like a zombie trudging along with a one track mind of nothing until it could no longer stop walking.
"Kenny? Kenny, is that you?"
Kenneth walked on.
"I knew it, Kenny! It had to be you!"
A hand grabbed his shoulder and turned him around easily enough. Apathy made him easier to manipulate.
Kenneth found himself staring at a slightly fatigued, but still cheerful face, a face that he would still have carried if he hadn't given up.
"Jen, hey." Kenneth smiled weakly; his cheeks flushed a sudden red as he struggled to look in her eyes. After what he did, the confidence that he had spent years building up had left him within the day.
"What's going on with you?"
"Nothing."
"Aw c'mon! Life can't be that bad, right?"
"Heh Jen, you have no idea."
Normally, an outburst like that anywhere else would be grounds for public disturbance. But here in the hospital, it happened so often it seemed normal. The people around him were so caught up in their own tasks that such things were gladly left to the police on duty.
"Is everything alright?" A burly cop with one hand on the holster of his revolver showed up immediately.
Kenneth felt his chest tighten and the breaths he took speeding up.
"No no, officer, everything is fine." Jenny waved him away.
The cop looked at Kenneth for what seemed like forever, sizing him up, assessing if he was likely to be a potential threat.
"You have a good day, ma'am." He nodded before walking away.
Kenneth heaved a sigh of relief watching the figure decked in dark blue grow smaller by the minute.
"Thanks Jen."
"C'mon Kenny! What are friends for?"
Friends, ha. Yeah. Kenneth's smiled without realizing it as he walked with her down the hall.
"You want a snack? My shift just ended and I'm starving!"
"Nah, I'm not hungry. But I'll walk you there."
"So tell me, Kenny, do you really think pretending to be the resident ghost is a worthwhile hobby to have?"
"Oh c'mon, do I look that bad?"
Jenny nodded, trying her best not to laugh.
A small chuckle finally escaped Kenneth's lips. No matter what, it was always Jenny who could cheer him up. He no longer stared downwards when he talked to her, especially not when he finally realized how inappropriate it was.
"So… why aren't you back in school?"
"I dropped out."
Kenneth tried not to let the shock on Jenny's face affect him.
"Are you serious, Kenneth Cook?" That jovial demeanor was gone, her cheerful, joking voice turned into one of serious concern.
Kenneth nodded, suddenly losing the courage to look Jenny in the eye once again.
"Why the hell would you do that? Didn't you once tell me that becoming a doctor was your absolute dream? Whatever happened to the Kenny I knew?"
"I don't have to explain myself to you."
"Oh yes you do. Two months of interning together and you suddenly throw up, go home, call in sick and never come back. Kenneth Cook, you better believe you owe me an explanation."
"Jen, haven't you forgotten how you always raise your voice when you're excited?"
Jenny looked around, finding the curious glances of fellow doctors and nurses rather embarrassing.
"Oh. Sorry." She smiled sheepishly.
"It still doesn't change anything." She huffed indignantly. "I deserve to know."
"And maybe you do." Kenneth thought about how cathartic it might finally feel to pour all his pent up stresses into a listening ear, but decided against it. "I'll say this much: I underestimated how much responsibility for a patient I could comfortably take."
"And for dropping out? One failed internship doesn't spell career suicide y'know?"
"Have you forgotten about the grading system?"
Jenny's eyes widened as she nodded her head like she understood. "Oh, right. Sorry."
"Yeah…" Kenneth's voice trailed off as he leaned back against the cafeteria chair. The warm trail of steam rising above the cup of coffee momentarily distracted him from the sudden uncertainty plaguing his life. Though, he thought as he idly appreciated the perfect features on Jenny's face, maybe it wasn't such a bad idea hanging around his old workplace after all.
At least I can a few words with her.
"Oh no, my shift! Gotta run!" Jenny looked at her watch and almost freaked out. "See you around, Kenneth. Don't worry, you'll find your way soon, okay?"
"Yeah, okay." Kenneth muttered.
But Jenny didn't stick around to hear his reply. She was already rushing down the end of the table and out of the cafeteria, her white lab coat trailing behind her like a superhero's cape of healing.
Heh. She's amazing… And too good for me. Kenneth sighed, letting himself sink back into a wallowing daze of despair. The coffee in his hand was no longer piping hot, reminding him of a spark in him that once was.
Seriously, though, why am I even here? Kenneth stared out the window and into the murky waters of future decisions. His mom was getting on his case and his dad had long refused to speak to him after he dropped out. He'd relive the exciting, tense, unforgettable moments that made up the past few months as a lowly hospital intern as long as he could before going back to serving people at the nearest dead end fast food job or something.
His focus shifted idly from the window to the television in the corner above him. The news was blaring loudly enough to be heard above the din of doctors deep in discussion over coffee in oversized mugs similar to the one on Kenneth's table.
Television news broadcasts held nothing of interest to Kenneth. The same stories of murders, car accidents, the failing economy, the same few tragedies just packaged in a different context… Kenneth had heard and seen it all.
After keeping track of current affairs for so long, Kenneth didn't see the point anymore. People die, as they do all the time, they make and lose fortunes, governments form and regimes fall. The earth doesn't care, it just keeps on spinning.
But something about this piece of news managed to hold Kenneth's attention for more than the usual five seconds. Something about the riotous scenes at the city center and armed soldiers shooting rounds at bloodied civilians caught live on camera piqued his interest.
Initially it looked like another inhumane regime was oppressing its citizens through use of the military. But the place, the people, the buildings, it all seemed too familiar for comfort.
Hey, wait a fucking minute. Isn't that just a few blocks from here? Kenneth suddenly felt his heart rate increase a few notches.
The bloodied civilians sprawled on the ground were realistic enough, but those that got right back up, ambling unsteadily towards their shooters were not.
But what caught Kenneth surprise were bloody, bloody people, civilians, cops and soldiers alike, covered in blood, shrugging off shrapnel, bullets and fire like it was nothing. They ambled slowly, but surely towards their attackers, trampling on their morale with each unyielding step.
"We have received confirmation. We are under attack! Repeat! We are under attack!" One soldier in the footage screamed at the top of his lungs before being buried under a horde of those… walkers.
"Well, that's the only footage we've managed to procure so far. Some experts, including those that are with us today are saying that it's… it's some sort of virus." Even the newscaster's voice sounded unstable, laced with undertones of genuine fear.
"Hey! Someone turn that up!"
Kenneth turned around to find a group of people surrounding him, their eyes equally fixated on the screen above them. One of them, probably the cafeteria lunch lady, raised the remote control in her hand and finally made the news audible.
The newscaster on the television screen was panned over to an interview of a panel of 'experts'.
Men and women with fancy degrees and qualifications from all sorts of first rate institutions in various positions of power sat sheepishly and unnervingly uncertain.
"Do we know what's making them get up like that?" The reporter asked.
They looked at each other and shook their heads.
"I'm afraid as of this moment we have yet to ascertain the nature of this disease."
"So it is a disease then."
"That's one theory."
"Then?"
"It could be a disease, a virus, something. But right now, we don't know."
"Is there any way to stop them. Those… things?"
"We don't know for sure."
"Is there anything that you 'experts' do know?" The newscaster's annoyed desperation was beginning to show.
"We've had reports that the infected (right now, that's the term we're employing) seem to be permanently incapacitated when their heads are separated from their bodies."
"And is this… effective? W-wait, you're talking about putting these people down? They're infected, but they're still people right?! You can't just advocate killing them!"
The broadcaster gestured towards the camera, signaling for the cameraman to cut the feed. Thankfully for Kenneth and every other person fortunate enough to still be watching the cameraman thought the circumstances exceptional to blindly follow the broadcaster's orders.
"No." One of the older experts stood up. As far as Kenneth could recall, this was the first time he was speaking. He had a 'Director of Virus Research, Communicable Disease Center' title written below his name. "As of now, we still do not know exactly what is causing people to act this way. But from whatever limited information we've managed to gather so far, the infected are already dead. There is little hope for an immediate cure, given how fast acting this disease is, how little time we have and how the infected have begun attacking those that aren't."
"Cut the feed! Dammit, cut the feed!" The broadcaster shouted at last. He turned to the men and women sitting stoically across the table from him.
"You're supposed to give people hope! Tell them about our efforts so far towards a cure!"
"We have to be realistic! The people deserve the truth! Honestly, we're working as hard as we can, but we don't have a cure yet." The same man stood up to shout back.
The interview cut to a brief blackness before switching to the day's entertainment news in some morbid attempt to normalize the world-changing events that were taking place that very moment.
Kenneth could hear murmurs from medical staff around him. Some sounded worried, others were frantically mashing away at their smartphones, calling and texting family members.
"Let's go find Gary, he's a cop. He should know what's going on." A nurse suggested. Another nurse agreed. They left.
"T-this can't be." A nurse stuttered as she looked blankly out the window.
"What is it? Margaret? Tell us!" Her colleagues gathered round her.
"911. I can't call get through. Their voice mail's saying they're being overwhelmed and they'll get back to me as soon as they can."
"Are you serious?"
The growing panic around Kenneth was starting to affect him. Just five minutes ago, life had seemed so meaningless, his future almost uncertain. He was entertaining thoughts of giving up this farce, telling himself to stop pretending to be a doctor and start getting a real job instead.
But now, now, everything had changed.
* * * * *
* * * * *
Jenny.
Kenneth rushed out of the cafeteria and down the hall, the sound of his footsteps trailing behind him in a hurry. He reached towards the phone in his pocket and dialed his mom first. Despite their rocky relationship, Kenneth figured under the circumstances he would still give them a courtesy call just to see if they were alright. He chose mom over dad because dad had said that even if the world was ending, he still wouldn't speak to him.
Phone pressed to his ear, Kenneth smiled ironically as he waited for the line on the other end to ring. It's only under the imminent threat of death or disaster when one realizes who in life are truly important.
"I'm sorry, but the network is experiencing difficulties at the moment. Please try again later." The patronizing tone of the recorded female voice rang too brightly in his ear for Kenneth's taste; he thought it a thinly veiled warning of the change that was overpowering the world that very moment.
"Excuse me, can I borrow your phone?"
The doctor looked up from the medical chart in his hand, surprised.
"Please," Kenneth pleaded. "It's an emergency."
Doctor's phone in hand, Kenneth pressed the number keys on it so hard the white of his fingernails showed.
"Mom?" Kenneth muttered. "C'mon… c'mon… pick up!"
The doctor stared at him curiously, oblivious to the crisis unfolding upon the world.
"I'm sorry -"
Kenneth hung up before he could hear that disgusting a recorded voice again.
"Thanks." Kenneth said as he passed the phone back.
So it's not just me. His mind raced as two paramedics rushed a patient from the ambulance outside into the hospital.
"I need a sedative!" One of them shouted as the other held down the struggling man.
The doctor tucked his phone back into his pocket and sprung into action.
"I'm losing this one and fast! I need an AED!"
Kenneth looked past the paramedics just in time to see another pair of them wheel a seemingly comatose woman past the hospital entrance.
From his personal experience back when his life was still on track, Kenneth would have moved on instinct. He knew where the AEDs, where the sedatives, where the medical supplies were. And he thanked god every day that he was able to help so many people with their injuries. But now, he was no longer a doctor, not even a trainee one. Acting upon a patient now in his capacity as a nobody would render him liable to a torrent crushing lawsuits.
Jenny.
Kenneth remembered that he had to hurry.
"She's gone."
"I can't believe it."
"What the hell happened?!"
Kenneth looked back one last time, watching as the staff surrounding the female patient scratching their heads in helpless confusion.
"Ow! What the fu - he bit me! That crazy guy just bit me!"
Now this, Kenneth paid full attention.
The cavalry were call in a hurry. Within seconds, two big, beefy guys dressed in dark blue uniforms with shiny badges had the attacker pinned firmly to the ground.
"What happened here?" One of the guys asked the paramedic who was now fashioning a crude bandage on his arm.
"I… I have no idea. We were restraining him because he seemed unstable. When I let him go for a moment to give him the morphine, he… he took the chance to bite me."
"Are you going to be okay?"
"I don't know. I… I…"
He slumped to the floor, blood pooling round his bleeding arm.
"Mike…"
"Yeah?" The cop pinning the deranged patient down grunted at his partner.
"This guy… it's weird. You might think I'm crazy, but check for yourself. He… he has no pulse."
Kenneth's blood ran cold that instant.
They had reached the hospital, carted right in by unassuming, well-meaning paramedics who were doing their job.
Back when he was a normal teenage male, he had immersed himself in his fair share of zombie-related media. But this… no matter how many games he played, how many movies he watched on zombies, it simply wasn't enough to prepare him for this.
Furrowing his brow, he took a moment to recall the footage he saw on the news. Those that were infected shrugged off bullets like it was nothing, but once in a while, some of them definitely stayed down when they were shot in the head. Kenneth prayed that he wasn't wrong about this.
He didn't have time to wait around much longer. Escaping was paramount, but because Jenny was the only other person he ever cared about during his time here, he decided, just this once, to resist his self-preservation instincts and let his concern for her control him awhile longer.
"Jenny! Jenny!" Frantic worry bled from his voice as it travelled throughout the hospital.
As he shouted, he cursed himself on the inside. He cursed how unnecessarily large the hospital was. He cursed how he lacked the foresight to ask Jenny which department her next shift was in. Most of all, he cursed how such a disaster could come at the most inopportune moment.
"Jenny? Jenny! Dammit Jenny, where are you?!"
Kenneth opened door after door, shouting inside, ignoring the surprised faces of patients, nurses and doctors alike. Meanwhile, even among those who were still unaware, a sudden unease had spread in the air. Everybody could feel it.
Was the stench of death finally freed from hiding, free to pervade the hospital and the world over? People murmured, whispering to each other. Some reached for their gadgets, devouring any shred of news they could get their hands on. Others switched to the news channels on any available television before turning up the volume.
Suddenly, a nurse burst into the wing Kenneth was in. Her shirt was soaked with blood, her hair frazzled with a crazed look in her eyes that Kenneth had become chillingly familiar with.
"It's them! They're here!"
The significant minority of people who 'got it' reacted in an instant. They stampeded against the nearest exit, pounding on the doors with utmost urgency when they were locked. Others looked on, catatonic or morbidly entertained.
Then the first of the infected arrived.
He was a patient, dressed in a green gown stained brown with dried blood. He shambled towards the nearest living person, the whites of his eyes showing, his gait unsteady.
Some continued their quest to escape. Others stared at him in stunned silence, watching curiously what he was going to do next.
He grunted before his attention was grabbed by a nearby police officer.
"Excuse me, sir. Are you alright?" He asked politely but one hand on the holster of his revolver bore cautious undertones.
His shiny name tag below his badge caught Kenneth's eyes: Officer Brad Roughton. Kenneth hoped that Brad would be all right.
The infected patient didn't respond. He merely made his way towards the man in blue.
"Sir, I'm going to have to ask you to stay where you are." The cop ordered, his fingers undoing the button that held his revolver in its holster.
Slowly, but surely, the thing continued its approach.
"Sir, final warning. Stay where you are or I will be forced to take defensive action."
"MWARR!"
Without warning the infected man flung himself through the air - no, he pounced - and found himself on top of the struggling policeman.
Screams of pain and horror filled the room as the infected sank his teeth deep into the Officer Roughton's flesh, ripping it apart in chunks that scattered about.
"Oh god! He's - urggurh…" With his throat torn out, Officer Roughton struggled to breathe, to scream as his life literally faded away.
Kenneth could only look on in helpless disgust as the crazed being gorged himself on the flesh of the fallen cop. He watched as the light of life slowly disappeared from the policeman's eyes.
The deafening sound of a single, chambered round penetrated the frantic screams for god in the room and calmed every down in an instant.
Ears ringing, Kenneth finally realized what had happened.
Standing over the corpses of both the infected and the cop and hyperventilating badly was a doctor with their blood splattered over his scrubs. He had taken control of the situation with a single, well-placed shot.
He clutched the revolver in his trembling hand so tightly the whites of his knuckles were showing. Kenneth glanced down at the empty holster at the side of the dead cop and knew what had transpired.
"Is… is it dead?" Someone asked.
"I-I think so." The doctor breathed, his voice still incredibly jittery. "L-let me check his pulse."
The sound of heavy metal dropping onto the floor with a loud thunk resonated with everyone in the room, as if lead had finally triumphed over evil in a remorseless cheer.
With a trembling hand, the doctor reached for the corpse's wrist.
"Rarrgh!" A vice-like grip constricted round the unsuspecting doctor, drawing him in for the inevitable bite.
Kenneth watched the impossible happen before his very eyes as the policeman sat right up, flesh dangling by a thread and all, and attacked, chewing on the doctor's wrist in an eerily similar manner.
Suspending his disbelief for a brief second, Kenneth managed to get it together. The people crowding round the exits weren't making it out. Maybe it was the confusion, the disorder, when all hell broke loose people momentarily forgot themselves and their bearings.
Through the glass on the door's exit, Kenneth saw literal carnage as the infected attacked the living. Blood, guts, spilled everywhere behind those doors granting both freedom… and death.
No. Kenneth realized. The hope of living a little longer lay in going deeper into the hospital's maternity wing. Kenneth retreated where people ran, pushing past endless chaos searching for a window or a vent, something, anything so that he could get out and find Jenny.
He found himself in an empty corridor, far from all the chaos. Three lifeless bodies, with parts of bloody human flesh strewn everywhere, lay in front of him. Two of the infected were on top of the corpse furthest away from him, feasting on their freshly killed flesh. They didn't notice Kenneth.
Kenneth's mind blanked out for a moment as he struggled to comprehend how humans could be so cruel. Then the welcoming glint of metal caught his eye. He looked down at corpse nearest to him. It was another cop. The revolver in his hand beckoned Kenneth to it, luring him with the promise of security.
He took the chance.
Kneeling down slowly, he reached for and grabbed the revolver without the two infected people noticing. He pulled, but the dead cop refused to let go, holding it in a grip so tight Kenneth busied himself using both hands to liberate the gun from its dead owner.
This is wrong. Are you crazy? Stealing a gun from a dead cop… you could go to jail for this! A voice screamed inside Kenneth's head.
Look around you! This, everything, it's all crazy now! I'd rather go to jail than be eating by those things!
The police officer's nametag caught Kenneth's eye.
It read: Officer Gary Brooke.
Thank you, Gary.
He remembered overhearing the two nurses earlier talking about going to see a 'Gary'. He hoped that the corpse before him wasn't the 'Gary' that they were talking about. But then he looked up and saw the two unrecognizable corpses ahead of him dressed in a nurse's white and soaked in blood.
Oh.
But there was no time to despair. Jenny could be hurt, scared, trapped, or worse. Kenneth's eyes lit up with a shred of hope as he freed the weapon at last, coming up with a mental eulogy in his head to use if he - if mankind - ever made it through this mess alive.
"Yes!" He whispered to himself, feeling the power in his hand and the accompany adrenaline rush in his veins.
"Hmmmm….?" One of the infected looked up, bloody meat dripped down his chin from the sides of his lips. He stared straight at Kenneth and for a moment, there seemed to be a flicker of recognition. Nah, who was he kidding, Kenneth's legs sprung into action, propelling him back down the corridor he had come from.
The sound of steady sound of unsteady, thudding footsteps behind him was enough to motivate any man to break the world record for the hundred meter sprint. Knowing full well what would happen if those things, hot on his heels, had caught him, Kenneth ran and ran, not caring where he was going, as long as it was as far away from them as possible.
"Fuck!" Kenneth swore out loud as he smashed his shoulder into the locked door in front of him. He took a step back, gun gripped firmly in his hand as he contemplated shooting the lock off the door. If he wasn't able to go through, this would pretty much be a dead end.
He looked around him, trying his best not to let the growing figures of death muddy his thinking.
Shoot the lock? No, it might not work, and the sound will definitely attract every damn one of those things here. But what choice do I have?
The two infected had turned into… Kenneth couldn't even see the end this horde. He looked around himself once more, desperately thinking of a way out of this mess as if his life depended on it.
Useless. It's useless. Even if I shoot the lock open, how am I going to stop them from following me in?
The unholy moans of a horde of those things were enough to sink most men into fear, depression and nonstop nightmares. Kenneth stood no chance.
The sign on the door finally caught his eye.
Janitor's Closet. Fuck my shit escape route. There's no way out through here.
Kenneth pointed the gun at his head.
I'm sorry Mom, Dad, for letting you down. Jenny, I hope you're alright. I'm sorry I couldn't make sure that you are.
He shut his eyes, disappointed that the last thing he would ever see was a horde of those things coming straight for him. With a trembling hand, he willed himself to cut his suffering and end it all now.
His finger touched the cold metal of the revolver's trigger and by instinct, he pulled back.
No, he couldn't do it… yet. Kenneth finally realized how much he cherished the miracle of life. A cold shiver ran down Kenneth's spine as he thought of death. It frightened Kenneth and made him understand that he was in no way ready to face it.
"You bastards! Come and get me if you can!" Kenneth raised his revolver and fired off a shot. Adrenaline mixed with the dopamine soaked his brain as he felt momentarily powerful. If he was going down, he was taking as many of them as he could down with him.
One of the infected had his head explode as the bullet passed through it. He slumped to the floor, incapacitated at last.
He squeezed the trigger again, not daring to aim anywhere else.
The recoil surprised Kenneth as he struggled to keep his aiming steady. The revolver in his hand was far heavier than he had anticipated, and each shot that sent one of them flying back onto the floor felt like he was being punched back in his aching shoulder with equal force.
But along with the recoil came a long-desired feeling of power, power that Kenneth craved for, even if it was only going to last a few fleeting seconds.
"That's right you bastards, I'm going down in flames, I'm taking all you monsters down to hell with me!"
He fired again, and again. One more fell with a single shot to the forehead. The other bullet passed through the shoulder of another one of them. The infected that was shot flinched for a second before resuming its steady, demoralizing gait, shrugging off the shot like it was nothing more than an annoying mosquito bite.
How many shots did Kenneth fire? Five? Six? He didn't know but knew this was not the time to keep count. At this moment, the prospect of death looked really good compared to being eaten alive like everyone else that he had seen.
He pointed the revolver at his head and shut his eyes one more time. They were almost within pouncing range. This time, he would not hesitate to pull the trigger. He would not!
One… Two…
Kenneth opened his eyes. Oh fuck, they were in his face.
Something grabbed his arm.
Oh god they've got me.
Kenneth touched the trigger, intending to squeeze it, hard.
A sudden force pulled him by the arm back in time, away from the snapping, rotting jaws of an infected nurse.
"Get in here, quick!" A voice drenched in urgency rang in his ears.
* * * * *
* * * * *
His body went limp in overwhelmed fright as he turned round and allowed himself to be dragged into the door opposite the janitor's closet, a door that, in his haste, he had never noticed till now.
Kenneth watched the door close behind them as a torrential wave of relief buried his unfettered excitement moments earlier.
The relentless scratches and attacks on the door suddenly seemed worlds away.
Leaning against the wall to steady himself, he looked up to find a concerned man with a familiar face staring at him.
"Are you alright, Doctor Cook?"
"I'm a Cook, yes, but I'm no doctor. At least," his voice dropped audibly, "at least… not anymore."
Kenneth squinted, his mind working furiously as he figured out the situation around him.
"Really, Doctor Cook. You're as much of a doctor to me as any other doctor out there… perhaps, even more of one now." The man's voice trailed off wistfully.
"Aren't you…" Kenneth furrowed his brow. He was sure he had seen this man somewhere before, it's just that all the chaos he had experienced had thrown his mind into disarray.
"Yes, I'm Mr. Karcher. My wife is pregnant; you were going to be around learning from Doctor Ross when he delivered the baby?"
A brief moment of normality returned to Kenneth.
"Oh right, yes. That was then but, well, Mr. Karcher, thanks for saving my life."
"You're quite welcome, Doctor Cook."
"How's your wife? If I remember correctly, she should be due…" The grateful smile on Kenneth's face disappeared.
"Yes, she's due today."
"Oh. How's she doing?"
"Adam shut the hell up with your idle chatter, will you? The baby wants out now!"
Mr. Karcher stepped aside, revealing a heavily pregnant Mrs. Karcher lying on the bed and in the middle of labor.
Oh. Fuck.
"Thanks for saving me, Mr. Karcher, but look around you. The world as we know it has ended. Life, as we know it, has ended. Spend as much time with your loved ones as you can, the ones whom you still can keep contact with, at least."
Kenneth turned to leave now that he knew Jenny wasn't here. He looked around, chiding himself for not noticing he had arrived at ward 29 earlier.
"C'mon Doctor Cook. I just saved your life! Please, save my wife and deliver my child! You owe me that much." The desperation in Mr. Karcher's voice was overwhelming.
A pang of guilt hit Kenneth as he cast eyes on the heaving woman struggling on the bed. But he was no longer a doctor, despite how much he couldn't let go.
"I'm no longer a doctor, Mr. Karcher. I'm just Kenneth Cook, a med school dropout." Kenneth said, trying his best not to let the bitter dejection show.
"You're not. I've seen you when you used to make your rounds with Doctor Ross. Out of all the doctors who came by to see my wife, you're the only one who bothered to look her in the eye, smile and reassure her that she was in good hands. The other 'doctors'? Pah! All chart-lookers, every single one of them! We're patients, not mere case details on another clipboard. You treated us like actual people; you're more deserving of the doctor's title than anyone I know!"
"Heh." Kenneth let a twisted smile show on his face. So what if Mr. Karcher was encouraging him with the ulterior motive of saving his wife, heck, Kenneth took it what praise he could get.
"I'm glad you think of me so highly but -"
"Do not doubt your skills, Doctor Cook. In this moment, you're probably the most qualified person in the hospital to deliver my son into this world. I've barricaded the door so that we won't be interrupted. I'll help in any way I can. Please, deliver the baby."
Mr. Karcher grabbed onto Kenneth's hand which he withdrew in an instant. How could Kenneth feel worthy of bringing new life into this world when he had the blood of a murderer on his hands, much less a world as messed up as this?
"No… NO!" Kenneth shook his head."I'm no good, no good at all." He held his head in his hands, trying his best not to think about it.
Memories - bad ones - haunted him like an unshakable ghost, reminding him of his mistake with every step he took. Mr. Karcher was just forcing Kenneth to relive his calamitous mistake over and over again.
Kenneth gritted his teeth. He resolved not to let himself near performing a medical procedure every again.
"Why, Doctor Cook? The lives of my wife and child are in danger! Why won't you save them?!" Mr. Karcher pleaded as he sank to his knees. "Please, I'm begging you here. Save them before those things outside devour us all!"
"What's the goddamned point then? If you know we're all going to die within the hour we might as well get high on cough syrup and soak our livers in medical grade alcohol. Life sucks too much to be facing the end sober anyways. You're with the people you care about, I'm going to look for mine."
"And condemn my family to their deaths? Where's your sense of duty, Doctor Cook? What the fuck happened to you?" Mr. Karcher exclaimed as he grabbed Kenneth by the shoulder and shook him violently. His brain rattled in his skull as Kenneth struggled to push Mr. Karcher off of him.
"What happened to the confident, friendly, accessible Doctor Cook that I knew?! Tell me, please, why won't you help?"
"Shut up! Shut up!" Kenneth shouted as he sank to his knees. "No…"
"Adam, hurry the fuck up! The baby's coming, I can feel it!"
Mr. Karcher left Kenneth for a brief moment as he rushed to his wife's side.
Kenneth retreated from the hellish world around him into his mind, unable to face the outside, unable to face the monsters of regret eating away his insides.
Rushed footsteps grew louder as Mr. Karcher ran back to Kenneth again.
"Doctor Cook, please, if you can't save my wife, at least save my child. I won't blame you for whatever happens, please, dammit, just fucking do something!"
Kenneth looked up, his eyes of bitter regret met with Mr. Karcher's.
"And what if I don't want to. What if I can't no matter how much I try? The world has gone to shit, my parents who are bitterly disappointed in a dropout like me are probably dead, if I stay to help you I'll let the only girl I've ever felt something for leave moments before things went to shit. What's the point anymore?!"
Kenneth watched in horror as Mr. Karcher held up a familiar revolver to his face.
What the… how did he? Kenneth realized he didn't even notice Mr. Karcher casually disarming him as he was pulled into the ward.
"D-doctor Cook…" Mr. Karcher started, the barrel of the gun trembling in his grip, its target oscillating between Kenneth's head and chest. "I just saved your life, but I'm not above taking it away from you, not when Sarah is suffering like this."
Kenneth held his hands up. "Mr. Karcher - no, Adam - you don't want to do this."
"And why is that?" Mr. Karcher asked, his voice shaky with threatening undertones. "You're as good as dead to me if you don't help Sarah and my unborn son, all right?"
"Pull that trigger, and the both of them will die. Like you said, I'm your best bet at keeping your family intact. You won't shoot me."
"Oh yeah?"
Kenneth decided not to tempt Mr. Karcher any further. With his life at stake, Kenneth knew it was wiser not to take any chances.
"Alright, I'm convinced. Just… don't shoot. I want to help. I really do. But…"
Jenny.
"But what, Doctor Cook? You're frightened for your life? You're scared that if you take the time to do one last good deed with your miserable life that you will be eaten alive before you leave this place? Let me tell you doctor, if you don't help, I'll put a bullet in you right here, right now and leave you to be eaten by them. No, I won't be kind and aim for a fatal shot. I'll shoot your knee and watch as you try to hobble away helplessly while they feast on your flesh."
"Please, don't make me do this." Kenneth pleaded, trying not to throw up in blind fear again.
"Do it, or die. Simple as that. I'm not letting you out of here if my wife or kid dies."
"What happened to just helpin -"
"Shut up! Shut, the fuck, up! My terms have changed, you deliver my child, and you make sure my wife's safe. Either we all make it out alive, or I make sure you don't."
Fuck.
"Adam, put the fucking gun down and help me. The baby's kicking like hell!"
"I'll be right there, honey." Mr. Karcher replied, not taking his eyes off Kenneth for even a fraction of a second.
"I'm going to give you five seconds. Either you save us all, or you condemn a family to its death. Five."
Kenneth shut his eyes.
You can't do this again. If she dies, it's on you!
No, as a human being, can you in good conscience leave them like this?
My chances of saving Jenny, of escaping together with her diminish by the passing second. If I do this, I'll probably never get the chance to see her again.
The mother and child are innocent! It would be wrong to leave them!
"NOOOO!" Kenneth yelled.
"I can't believe this. You're an asshole to the end, Doctor Cook. Goodbye." Mr. Karcher cocked the revolver.
Kenneth shut his eyes and tilted his head down onto the ground, waiting for the inevitable.
Jenny, if you've perished like how I'm about to, I'll see you soon. Mom, dad, if you still refuse to speak to me in the afterlife, I'll really think that you're stupid, bitter people.
Mr. Karcher stood over him and for a moment the power to give or take Kenneth's life was sorely in his trembling hands.
He pointed the barrel of the gun at Kenneth's head, slowly applying faltering pressure on the trigger…
"Fuck!" Mr. Karcher shouted as he threw the gun away, much to Kenneth's surprise.
"I… I can't do it after all." He muttered weakly.
He sat down on the floor with Doctor Cook.
"I can't kill you. Even if you refuse to help, I just can't have your blood on my hands. Heh, sucks to be a gutless freak like me, eh? Can't even follow through on his threats. I'm going to spend my last few moments with my wife. But if you're going to refuse, at least tell me why."
The groans and muffled shuffles of movement outside the ward sent pangs of unease through the both of them.
Fuck it, with the world going to hell, I might as well.
"I killed him."
"E-excuse me, what?"
"It's not just Jenny I'm worried about. I killed him, a long time ago. He was a patient of mine." Kenneth's voice dropped into a low whisper laced with regret.
"Who?"
"Someone, it's funny how I can't recall what his name was now. He was an A&E case. Came in broken leg after falling down from somewhere, I don't know."
"How did you kill him?"
"I-I didn't mean to!" Kenneth's voice rose from a whisper to a shrill alarm of proclaimed innocence.
"Calm down, what the hell happened?" Mr. Karcher asked, thinking it was probably more effective to listen to Kenneth than to threaten or plead with him.
"He died because of me."
"Did you just say this patient, whoever he was, came in with a broken leg? No one dies of that, right?"
"Yeah, he had a broken leg. Doctor Ross ordered ten CCs of local anesthesia injected into the affected area before he was about to be wheeled in for immediate surgery, before his bone was set the wrong way."
"Then?"
"I-I don't know. It must have been a bad batch. The nurse must have taken the wrong bottle of given me the wrong syringe. He was gone within five minutes after I injected it into him."
"Gone?"
"Yeah, his heart stopped. We thought the anesthesia was contaminated, or that the syringe was mislabeled. But later we found out that he was highly allergic to anesthesia. He reacted so badly that… fuck."
"You couldn't have known, Doctor Cook. It wasn't your fault."
"But it was in his chart! If Doctor Ross had read it beforehand, if one of the nurses did, heck, if I took all of five fucking seconds to read it, maybe he would still be alive today. It really seemed like there wasn't time back then… if only."
"So… is that why you say you dropped out?"
"They held an investigation. Doctor Ross and the nurse in charge were suspended for three months, but of course they were recalled back early after three weeks. This hospital is already understaffed as it is. I… I lost my internship."
"Couldn't you have gotten another one?"
"The internship counted as most of the final year's assessment, it's the preclude to a residency and finally becoming a full-fledged doctor. The minute I lost it was the minute I flunked out of med school."
"Couldn't you have found another hospital to intern under?"
"After what happened, do you honestly think any of the other hospitals would take me? The board thought themselves lucky enough already to avoid a negligence suit because the patient had no living relatives. Word travelled fast, especially with the investigation going on."
"Well, if you flunked out, why are you still here, in a doctor's white coat no less?"
"I don't know. I think I'm an asshole who thinks only of himself, but I guess… I just can't let go of what happened, of what I used to be."
Kenneth flew to the ground, his cheek starting to swell from where Mr. Karcher had just punched him. He held the side of his face in his hand, staring at Mr. Karcher in shock.
"That patient's death was unfortunate, but nothing you do can change the fact that what happened has happened. You can't do anything else but to let go, to move forward." Mr. Karcher pointed to his wife. Her breathing had begun to grow ragged and heavy. "The world has changed. None of the past matters now. You have someone who needs you now, whose lives depend on whatever knowledge and skills you have. Wake up from your regret, Doctor Cook! Snap out of it and redeem yourself from here on now!"
Kenneth looked at Mr. Karcher before casting his glance at Mrs. Karcher. She lay in pain helplessly on the bed with much difficulty. Delivering babies was relegated to eight lectures back in medical school. Kenneth had sat through them all. He knew how it worked in theory, but this was the first time he was about to experience it in person.
Kenneth's eyes narrowed in confidence as the self-induced pity haunting his past was drowned out by the urgent voice of the living in need.
I'm sorry, Jenny. Please wait for me a little longer.
He was no longer Kenneth Cook the drop out, nor was he Kenneth Cook the bumbling intern, resident hopeful. He was a post apocalyptic doctor and he had people that needed his help.
And he was going to redeem himself in this wretched, gory world.
* * * * *
* * * * *
"I can't promise anything, but I'll do the best I can." Kenneth hesitated.
"That alone is more than enough, isn't that right, honey?"
"If you're done with your moment, could I have mine now because I'M FREAKING DILATING ALREADY, DAMMIT." Mrs. Karcher shrieked.
The visible relief written all over Mr. Karcher's face used to be a familiar thing for Kenneth to see. He'd see dozens of concerned friends and family members celebrate and collapse as he told them that whatever procedure the patient had undergone was a success. He missed seeing that look. Now, he wasn't sure how many times he would get to relive this worthwhile experience, heck, he wasn't sure how long he was going to live.
"I'll need your help." Kenneth said as he ripped open a new box of disposable surgical gloves.
"Whatever you need, I'll get it." Mr. Karcher replied as they rushed to the toilet to wash their hands and put on the surgical gloves.
"The baby's about to come out. From what I see, there's neither time nor means to get her anywhere else. We have to do it here."
Mr. Karcher nodded, clearing the place of unnecessary clutter.
"Are there any clean towels, blankets, sheets? Bring whatever you can find here, now." Kenneth ordered.
A sense of control he hadn't felt in nearly forever had overcome him. Suddenly, the infected clamoring for their prey inside of Ward 29 didn't register on Kenneth's awareness any longer. A couple needed his expertise, no matter how limited it was and Kenneth simply could not ignore their pleas for help any longer.
He spotted an open window from inside the ward toilet which possibly led to a ledge and some high risk escape route outside. But if he took the chance, could he live knowing that he had abandoned this family to its potentially gruesome death? This hospital was so big, maybe he wouldn't even find Jenny in the end. Kenneth didn't know nor did he want to find out. He was just glad that he didn't make such a decision.
"This is everything I could find." Mr. Karcher heaved behind an armful of sheets. "Thank god we didn't opt for a single room ward."
"Great, I need you to line these here."
Kenneth's eyes darted frantically around the room. None of the surgical tools that he had slowly grown accustomed to using were present.
Of course they're not here. Has imminent danger and lingering thoughts of Jenny clouded your judgment?
Kenneth shook off self-critical thoughts as he and Mr. Karcher prepared the area for birthing. If all went well, Mrs. Karcher would need minimal help. But more often than not, births were never smooth sailing. Kenneth prayed silently that nothing would go wrong.
"Don't worry honey. Just relax. Doctor Cook and I will make sure the baby comes out safely." Mr. Karcher reassured his wife while trying his best not to let his anxiety show.
"God! This baby hurts so bad…"
"I know honey. Just -"
"No you don't freaking know! How'd you feel if you were being split apart between your legs, huh? Argh!"
"Don't blame her, and don't patronize her." Kenneth put a hand on Mr. Karcher's shoulder.
"Listen to the doctor dammit!" Mrs. Karcher's shrieks brought a sense of importance to Kenneth.
Doctor Kenneth Cook, M.D., that's a fine title all right. Kenneth smiled, ignoring the pandemonium around him and outside the ward. Just this morning, to have someone address him as 'Doctor' was enough to make his dreams come true. Now, he wondered whether the issue of being licensed would even matter in a world like this.
"Take this and bite into it. It's going to help, a lot." Kenneth ordered as he wrapped up a face towel and shoved it into Mrs. Karcher's mouth. He could see her jaw working its best against her whirlpool of overwhelmed emotion.
"AHHHMPH." Mrs. Karcher's muffled cries made the imminent delivery evident.
"She's dilated enough. Ma'am, can you push?"
Mrs. Karcher nodded, staring daggers at both of the sheepish men with gloves.
"Alright Mrs. Karcher. Is this your first child?" She shook her head. Kenneth heaved a small sigh of relief on the inside. At least this would make things slightly easier.
"Listen to me, you're going to have contractions. You'll be tempted to push at the peaks. I'm sure the doctor delivering your baby the last time has told you already, but I'm going to say it again for you. You're going to have contractions. You'll be tempted to push at the peak of a contraction. Don't. I want you to push in between contractions. It'll make your life easier that way, understood?"
"Mmmph!"
Kenneth placed a hand on Mrs. Karcher's belly and drew back the next instant.
"The baby just kicked." He commented, slightly startled by the reality of the situation. This was a life he was suddenly expected to deliver.
"He did, didn't he?" Mr. Karcher harped excitedly.
"Yeah, she's ready." Kenneth replied. "Mrs. Karcher, I need you to push."
"Mmmngh!" She pushed again and again as Kenneth watched intently for the head to appear.
The infected outside pounded their fists against the ward door.
Maybe they smell new meat and are more excited than ever. Kenneth shook his head again, berating himself for letting such morbid thoughts run through his brain while something as beautiful as new life was being born before his very eyes.
"C'mon honey, I know you can do it! You've done it before and you can do it again. Deep breaths now, push!" Mr. Karcher was way better at encouraging his wife than Kenneth, and he opted to leave them to it.
In fact, Kenneth felt that his presence thankfully wasn't really needed at all. At this rate, the couple could deliver the baby all on their own.
"C'mon, baby. Push. Push for our son. Push for us."
A bloody mess began pooling in between Mrs. Karcher's legs, soaking the clean white sheets with blood.
"Doctor Cook, how are we doing? Doctor Cook?" Mr. Karcher's voice suddenly seemed so far away.
It was one thing to see the gruesome scenes outside, but another thing entirely to see it corrupting the white sheets before him.
This is a… what do they call it… a 'trigger', isn't it?
Kenneth had read some books on psychology in his spare time, especially those on post-traumatic stress disorder to find further evidence supporting is amateur self-diagnosis of his mental state. But little did he expect something as distant as psychological concepts to happen to him.
Suddenly the world as he knew it faded away. He was back, back in the Accident & Emergency department giving trauma victims preliminary care.
The man was wheeled in by two frantic paramedics. He screamed out in agony whilst struggling against his restraints, not unlike the infected man being wheeled in earlier today.
"What's the case?" Kenneth asked one of them.
"We aren't completely sure. At a glance he has a right shin contusion, an open fracture. He's in shock, vital signs normal apart from that."
Kenneth lifted the sheet covering the screaming man and averted his eyes the next moment.
Fuck, it didn't look good.
"Condition, Cook. Give me the patient's condition!" Doctor Ross's booming voice rang down the corridor, his voice every bit as urgent as Kenneth's.
"Open right shin fracture and contusion. Patient's in shock, needs restraint." Kenneth repeated after the paramedics as he watched them scamper back to the ambulance for cover. He took a moment for himself to sigh before calling for a nurse.
Doctor Ross, the doctor assigned to mentor him, was rumored to be the toughest doctor to work under and no one liked to be around him for too long. But Kenneth liked the challenge. Despite being only here for three weeks he had already learnt so much, though at the expense of his much-needed sleep.
"Does he have a chart?"
"Yes. Do you want to see it?"
"There's no time. Anyone came in with him?"
"No, doctor."
"Give him five CCs of morphine, then another five if he doesn't calm the fuck down first. I'll look at the chart later. Christ he's getting on my nerves."
"Yes, sir." Kenneth replied, sending the nurse on her way.
"Doctor Cook! Doctor Cook!"
"Huh? Wha-"
That beginning to the horrible disaster disappeared from his mind, replaced by the image of a concerned Mr. Karcher shaking his shoulders.
"Doctor, we need you here! Shouldn't we at least be seeing the baby by now?"
Kenneth stared blankly at Mr. Karcher before giving his wife a glance.
"He's right. I don't see crowning. Mrs. Karcher, the baby's head hasn't come out yet. I'm going to need you to push as hard as you can."
"Mmmmmph!" Mrs. Karcher's muffled shrieks were understandable, but given the situation, Kenneth simply did not know what else to do.
If only Doctor Ross were here.
But as the world burned outside the ward, the chances of finding Doctor Ross alive, well and willing to come back here to help were practically zero.
"There's something we could use in the case of prolonged labor." Kenneth muttered; his brow furrowed as he struggled to recall his lectures. "We need some sort of vacuum device. I can't remember the name, but I'll know it when I see it."
He looked around.
Why do I even bother? This is just a ward, there's no calipers, no vacuum, no supplies, fucking nothing!
Kenneth pounded the wall with his fist in helplessness. This just kept getting better and better.
"C'mon honey, you're going to be just fine. I need you to push. Waaait for it… push!" Mr. Karcher's words of encouragement were the only words in the room now apart from Mrs. Karcher's muffled shrieks and Kenneth's quiet sighs.
"Wait, honey, I see it! I see our boy! Wait, Doctor Cook, is this normal?"
Kenneth's ears perked up as he turned round and took a look. What he saw made the color drain from his cheeks.
He expected a head, but saw a pair of feet instead.
"It's a breech birth." Kenneth whispered. "This is not good."
"What? What the hell is that?" Mr. Karcher asked.
"We should be seeing the baby's head. But we have legs instead. The baby's coming out the wrong way."
"Oh shit!"
"Mmmph?"
"Nothing honey, everything's going to be alright." He reassured his wife, though even an idiot could tell that he was lying.
Kenneth stood rooted to the spot, unable to think, unable to breathe.
It's just like the last time, and now, more people are going to die by my hands.
* * * * *
* * * * *
"I give up." Kenneth said as he started taking his gloves off.
"What? You can't give up. You just can't!"
"Look around you!" Kenneth shouted, startling even himself. "We don't have the equipment, all the staff are either dead or infected, the world has turned into hell. I honestly don't know what you expect me to do!"
"I don't know! But you're the doctor! You should have a better idea than any of us right now!"
"Go to hell. You think you know me? I agreed to help only because I thought I could redeem myself and my responsibility to my patients. But from the looks of things, nothing has changed. I am still a sinner, and with this breech birth, your wife and child are most likely not going to make it."
Kenneth found himself flying across the room. His body landed on the ground with a loud thud and ground to a skidding halt as he crumpled against the wall like a crash test dummy.
"Motherfucker." Kenneth reeled from the shock. He wiped the blood away from the side of his lip and without thinking, tackled Mr. Karcher. They fell onto the floor, rolling, punching, and expending every possible effort for the incapacitation of their counterpart.
Kenneth didn't know what the hell was going on. He only knew that the heavy mass pinning him down wanted him dead, and he was going to do everything he possibly could to prevent that from happening.
"Both of you stop this shit right now!" Mrs. Karcher's shriek filled the room as the gag fell from her mouth, reminding the infected outside that the inhabitants of Ward 29 were not dead and jolted the both of them out of their testosterone-filled rampage at each other's throats.
"You two sure picked an awesome time to have a death match! The both of you can go to hell for all I care, but you better damn well get this baby out of me first!"
"I-I can't, ma'am." Kenneth hesitated to explain as he finally managed to push Mr. Karcher off of him.
"And why is that?" Mrs. Karcher heaved in between breaths giving Kenneth a seething glare that chilled him to the bone. He wasn't which was scarier, facing the infected outside, or the wrath of Mrs. Karcher in here.
"I-I can't delivery your baby normally ma'am, and I don't have the tools for such a risky procedure, assuming you want to -"
"I don't care about your excuses! You need tools? Go fucking get them!"
Kenneth's blood ran cold at the thought of risking his life by going out there and facing those things for a woman he barely knew. He contemplated with some irony the deep meaning of the phrase 'stuck between a rock and a hard place'.
"Ma'am, if you haven't realized, the apocalypse is here."
"The apocalypse can wait, Doctor. So help me god, I will throttle your neck if you don't get this baby out of me right about now."
"Hell hath no fury like a pissed off woman in the middle of giving birth." Mr. Karcher shrugged.
Kenneth looked around him, half doubting his competence as his mind struggled to make sense of how he could best use what he currently had to get the job done.
Then again, there was that bathroom window, an option that, from the looks of things, was getting more and more tempting by the minute.
Suddenly, the patient chart hanging idly off the front of Mrs. Karcher's bed caught Kenneth's eye. He bent down and swiped it off its folder. He would not make the same careless mistake again.
Mr. Karcher clasped his hands together seemingly in prayer as he watched the pupils of Kenneth's eyes darted from left to right and then back to the left again as he read off what were practically hieroglyphs to him.
"Great."
"Is it good news?"
"No, I meant 'great' as in the 'We're fucked!' kind of great."
"Oh, what's it say?"
"Doctor Ross had seen this coming from a mile away. You remember the last ultrasound she did?"
"Yeah."
"Did they say anything about your baby then?"
"Nothing worth mentioning, except that our baby's bigger than normal." Mr. Karcher couldn't help but let the pride of a father shine through.
"Precisely. Your baby's also facing the wrong way right now. There's a technique I've heard of to turn the baby around but I have no idea how it's done. The risk is too great."
"So what the hell can you do?"
"Why else do you think I said I'm a med school dropout? I don't know jack shit compared to Doctor Ross. Man's a legend round here, good luck trying to find him in the middle of an unbelievable viral outbreak though."
Kenneth tossed the chart over to Mr. Karcher to see.
"See that section under advised action? Cesarean needed. Doctor Ross recommended a freaking cesarean, which is now impossible in this situation."
"What's a cesarean?"
Kenneth's eyes almost popped out of his head.
"Didn't Doctor Ross tell you about it?"
"Come to think of it, yeah, I guess he did. But we were so excited we just told him to do whatever he thought was best for the baby."
Kenneth slapped his forehead really hard. Till now, he didn't realize that some people could be so willfully ignorant.
"Dammit, Mr. Karcher. A cesarean is when we cut the baby out of the mother. If we do that now, Mrs. Karcher is probably going to die. If an infection doesn't get her, those things outside sure as hell will."
Mr. Karcher stared at Kenneth dumbfounded.
"Fuck, fuck!"
"What's wrong, honey? Could you guys stop talking and help me already?"
"Oh dear, I'm so sorry." Mr. Karcher knelt by Mrs. Karcher's bed. "Sarah, I'm sorry I put you through this."
"Honey, whatever you want to apologize for, save it for later. Get this baby out of me now, dammit!"
"I'm sorry Sandra, I really am. If only you weren't pregnant now…"
A pang of guilt hit Kenneth as he watch a husband look upon his wife with such a pathetic, helpless demeanor.
"Doctor, what did you say to my husband?" Mrs. Karcher asked, her voice making no effort to hide her feelings of suspicion.
"Mrs. Karcher, I'm sorry."
"Not you too!"
"I… I can't do this." Kenneth headed towards the ward bathroom, taking his gloves off in the process. Compared to killing another patient under his care again, he'd rather take his chances and face the demons haunting outside.
"Doctor Cook! You come right back here and explain to me what's going on!"
Kenneth pretended not to hear, the bathroom door was only a few steps away.
"You owe me an explanation dammit, you owe me at least that much!"
Kenneth stopped and sighed. If she wanted to know, it wasn't right of him to deny her of that knowledge.
"I'm sorry Mrs. Karcher, but the only way to save your baby is by performing a cesarean."
"You mean… oh my god."
"I'm sorry dear…" Mr. Karcher couldn't hold back his tears any longer.
"B-but, why?"
"Your baby's too big to come out naturally. Couple that with a breech birth and Doctor Ross's prior recommendations, I'm afraid given my limited knowledge, this is the only way."
"You do whatever you have to do to save my baby, you hear me, Doctor Cook?"
"No. I can't have the blood of one more innocent patient on my hands. If I were to do it, if I could even do it in the first place, it's not likely that you will make it."
"Doctor, I don't care. My kids are my life. This baby is my life. If you can't have the blood of one more on your hands, how about two? Huh? If you don't even try, you'll have the deaths of me and my baby on your conscience as you go and face that hellhole out there. And rest assured, if I can, I'll haunt you for taking the coward's way out!"
Kenneth stared at Mrs. Karcher's resolute look.
No… no, I can't!
Kenneth turned away and shook his head. She reminded him too much of the patient who died under his care.
"I don't care anymore. I just can't do this. I'm sorry."
Kenneth headed back towards the bathroom door, not daring to think, fearful that regret would creep up on him before he tried to escape.
"There's a better escape route. It's safer and when you're out, you'd be better positioned to find your girlfriend."
Kenneth's ears perked up as he turned to face Mr. Karcher.
"Excuse me? She's not my girlfriend, but -"
"I don't care. I know you were eyeing that open bathroom window from the moment we went to wash our hands. What, you didn't think I was going to notice?"
"What does it matter?"
"We're on the fourth floor, Doctor. You try climbing out of that window and you'll break your leg if you're not careful."
"I'll take my chances if it means being able to find her. No matter what, anything beats starving to death in here, hearing the moan of death outside and your non-stop pleas to deliver the baby."
"There's another way. It's through the operating theater downstairs."
"How the hell do you know? I was an intern here long enough to notice that the theater is practically sealed."
"You left, remember? I pass by that place every day to visit my wife even when you weren't around. They made some changes to the place, added a door to the medical supplies closet. I asked a nurse about it, she said it was so that both the maternity and pediatric departments could have better access to vital equipment."
"You're telling me…" Kenneth's voice trailed off, his eyes opened wide. A glimmer of hope, it seemed, had once again returned to his life.
"Yes." Mr. Karcher nodded. "Behind that door is a walkway to the pediatric wing, the other building. It may not be a sure thing, but it beats breaking your leg falling from the fourth floor."
"Be that as it may, it's still too risky to leave this ward after how well you have barricaded us in."
"Doctor, I'm begging you. We won't blame you if you can't save my wife, but please, do your best to fulfill her wish and save our child. As much as it breaks me so, she has made her decision, and I have to respect that."
"Tell me then, Mr. Karcher." Kenneth didn't like to do this, but his instincts weren't giving him much of a choice. "What's stopping me from leaving right now, finding that closet and escaping on my own?"
"Apart from facing those things alone?"
The glint of a ring of nickel keys in Mr. Karcher's palm caught his eye.
"When people started eating people outside, I managed to fish this out of a dead janitor's pocket. It's a medical supply closet and it's probably locked. Help me save my baby and we all can escape together. Please, don't let them both die."
Kenneth had no choice. The gun sat in his pocket, weighing him down with the burden of rash usage. He had shot those infected people, but they were already dead. Sure, he could take the revolver out now, shoot Mr. Karcher and escape by himself with the keys, but as if he didn't have enough sins weighing down on his heart already. Kenneth was no murderer despite how much he blamed himself for causing a patient's death, and he didn't want more regrets to pile on his conscience.
"Mrs. Karcher," Kenneth started, as he pulled a mobile stretcher he found out of the closet and wheeled it next to her bed. Helping her onto it, he picked her gag up and gave it back to her. "We're going to go on a little trip. Rest assured, I will do whatever I can to save your baby. But I'll need you to keep as quiet as you can."
Who am I kidding. Kenneth sighed to himself. Surgeries like the cesarean were barely covered when he was still attending classes. Such things were left to the specialists, the surgeons, not him. Though he had seen one carried out on his third day at the hospital and took many notes on the procedure, to carry one out now with his current skills and experience was practically suicide.
But could he bear to tell the desperate couple that they might stand a better chance asking a veterinarian to do it instead?
Kenneth shook his head, as if to try and banish all doubts from his mind. He had the procedure memorized, just like half a dozen other surgeries he witnessed during his limited time as an intern.
I'll do what I can, and let god sort out my mess afterwards.
With Mrs. Karcher on the stretcher, there was only the small problem of getting to the operating theater. Surely the risk was too great to simply step outside?
"Lend me your gun." Mr. Karcher said as he stuck out his hand.
Calm down, now's not the time to panic. Kenneth felt his heart rate rise nonetheless.
"What for?"
"I need to clear those things outside before we can move my wife."
"Are you crazy? They're drawn to sound. You fire off a shot and the all of them will come rushing."
"Goddammit!" Mr. Karcher pounded his fist into the bedside table. A crazy glint shone off his eyes as they darted round the room, searching for something, anything, that would help them get to the operating theater.
His gaze finally fell upon a walking stick resting against the other bed in the ward. A glimmer of hope formed in his mind as he smiled.
Mr. Karcher walked right over and picked it up, giving it a few good swings. It was solid, sturdy and meant to be abused. In other words, exactly what he needed.
"You're the doctor, I can't let you get hurt. Push my wife, I'll clear whatever's in front."
Kenneth kept silent, taking his place behind the stretcher. For all he knew, this man was ready to face death for the sake of his wife. Kenneth had no right to stop him.
"I don't see that many of them outside. Now's our chance. You ready?"
Kenneth nodded.
The door to Ward 29 opened at last. It creaked on its hinges as a cautious, alert eye kept a lookout for any signs of danger.
Kenneth stopped on seeing Mr. Karcher's open palm thrust in his direction before morphing into a V-sign.
Two of them.
He nodded at Mr. Karcher and watched as he disappeared out the door first.
The dull moans and sounds of violence rang in his ears and he tried to cover them. While bringing up his morale, Kenneth admired how Mr. Karcher kept as silent as he possibly could so that he did not have to stir up unneeded attention.
A slow set of footsteps headed towards the door, towards a frightened Kenneth and a woman in labor. It's gait unsteady, a slight moan could be heard.
Kenneth pulled the revolver out in an instant, unsure of how many bullets he had left (there was no time to check). He just prayed that it was enough for a single headshot.
The door open and a single, bloodied man appeared.
Kenneth jumped back on instinct and out of the man's striking range, his finger touched the trigger.
"Hey, hey, don't shoot! I'm not dead yet."
Thank god.
Mr. Karcher held his shirt up.
"It's not my blood."
"Still, it's best not to get any of it on you. No one knows for sure how it spreads."
"Yeah, too late."
"You got them in the head right? They seem to stay down permanently if you aim for the head."
"What do you think I am, stupid? I saw your 'desperate last stand', taking out three of those things with headshots before I pulled you in here."
Maybe he's not as stupid as I thought.
* * * * *
* * * * *
Kenneth pushed the stretcher slowly. Ignoring the two new corpses with their heads bashed in as they made their way down the corridor. To him, each accidental bump added to the constant squeak of the wheels was deafening, as if all the infected in the wing could hear it.
Each empty corridor leading away from Mr. Karcher tempted Kenneth. He wanted to drop everything and run off on his own. Maybe this way, he could find Jenny.
If Jenny knew I abandoned a family to their deaths to find her, would she forgive me? Could I live with myself?
Kenneth no longer thought about leaving.
The elevator was just round the corner. Mr. Karcher held up his hand again and Kenneth halted in his tracks.
"Anybody?"
"No."
"Let's go." Kenneth sighed in relief.
Mr. Karcher called for the elevator, ignoring the bloody fingerprint conspicuously found on the button.
"I don't think this is a good idea." Kenneth blurted out at last. He had his doubts on this whole scheme, but couldn't come up with a better idea.
"What if the lift is… y'know, full of them?"
Mr. Karcher's eyes widened in surprise.
Kenneth retreated round the corner, dragging a heaving Mrs. Karcher along with him. The gag he gave her served its purpose well, muffling her screams as her baby struggled inside of her.
The lift door opened in front of Mr. Karcher. Every muscle in Kenneth's body tensed up as he watched Mr. Karcher raise his walking stick and charge into the lift. The sounds of blunt violence and a dying moan were like music to Kenneth's ears. Ten seconds later he came out with a police baton in his hand.
"I didn't manage to find a gun on him but I found this."
"You beat a cop?"
"He's no longer a cop once he's infected. It's either him, or all of us, even you. You know that."
"Yeah, I guess."
Kenneth wanted time to stop so that they could stay in the lift forever, safe from the dangers outside. But that never obviously happened, the ride was only two floors down.
That familiar tensing happened again as the two men braced themselves for whatever lay outside.
The lift doors opened with a cheerful ring unlike the horrors of the world around them, revealing a corridor littered with fresh corpses.
"Honey, don't look." Mr. Karcher said as he stepped out first.
Kenneth started pushing the second he saw Mr. Karcher beckoning them over.
Gory bits of people lay strewn at the sides in bits of blue, white and green cloth. Patient, doctor, nurse, it did not matter. They all looked sickeningly same after the infected that had their way with them.
Kenneth released his tense muscles for a brief second before this last stretch of corridor. This trip was almost over.
"Argggh!"
The moans of ten - no, twenty - different voices brought chills down Kenneth's spine. Mr. Karcher and Kenneth looked at each other and instantly understood the gravity of their situation.
"Go, now!"
The doors to the operating theater refused to open.
C'mon, Kenneth! Get it together!
"Dammit! Open up!" Mr. Karcher shouted as the operating theater's double doors refused to budge.
"Do you know the code?" Kenneth asked with a tone laced with urgency. He pointed at a keypad next to Mr. Karcher. The red light on it refused to budge, sealing their fate to a gory death.
"Seriously? I'm a patient's husband! How'd you expect me to know this?"
"Well don't look at me, I'm not even a proper doctor!"
"We have to break the door down!"
"Thank you, Mr. Adam Karcher. You've let your wife down, you've let your kid down, you've pretty much doomed us all."
"Yeah, like your sarcastic quips are going to help."
The underlying rumblings of a horde of infected slowly shuffling towards them drove Kenneth to the brink of madness with inescapable fear. His palms grew clammy, his legs began to tremble, and his bowels were on the verge of coming loose all over his pants.
He wanted to come round the stretcher, to shoot the keypad. Maybe then they would be let in.
"No!" Mr. Karcher shouted as he swatted Kenneth's hand away. "You shoot and they'll definitely come running!"
"You got a better idea?"
Mr. Karcher ignored Kenneth, his fingers flying fast and hard on the keypad, making it beep frantically as he tried in vain to guess the code.
A long drawn out beep signifying that the wrong code was entered brought their hopes down with each repetition.
"Dammit… dammit!"
Kenneth wasn't one to just stand around and wait for death to come. But as he returned round the stretcher, ready to ram the automatic glass sliding doors down in a last ditch effort, he tripped over a body covered by a white coat.
Ugh, I don't think I'll ever get used to seeing shit like this.
But something about this one caught Kenneth's eye. That glint of plastic in his bloodied, outstretched hand.
He took a closer look, flipping the doctor over to reveal a face too ravaged to be recognizable. Looking away for a second, he took a deep breath before summoning the courage to examine it closer. The name tag hanging off the coat was all Kenneth needed.
Dr. H. P. Ross, Senior General Consultant.
Damn.
At least now though, he knew what had happened to his ex-mentor. Chances are, he was also trying to escape into the theater too before the infect they got to him.
Swiping the card from the outstretched hand, Kenneth pushed Mr. Karcher aside.
"Here, let me."
He swiped the card. The red light on the keypad suddenly changed to green.
"We're saved!"
Kenneth's focus swept past the window behind him, the one with a view of the adjacent hospital block. The flurry of blonde hair attached to a flowing white coat trailing behind the small, feeling figure caught his eye.
Jenny?
He didn't know for sure, but he had no time to lose.
"Ragghh!"
The two men turned to see the infected shuffling round the corner. On seeing fresh prey in front of them, they broke from their slow, unsteady gait into a stumbling jog.
"Dammit, get in there!" Kenneth shouted as he pushed Mrs. Karcher into the jaws of surgical medicine. Whatever lay in there, Kenneth was prepared to take his chances.
Mr. Karcher rushed in after them and pushed the button to close the doors from the other side. They watched as the doors slid shut, amputating a couple of fingers from one of the more eager infected who tried to get in.
Kenneth looked at Mr. Karcher. He never thought he would see the man who saved his life in a better light than he did now.
"You saved my life, but now I saved all of us. We're even."
"Ragghh."
Kenneth jumped, turning around just in time to see the jaws of death pouncing upon him.
His life flashed before his eyes as he fell back, the infected on top of him, clawing at him, wanting to sink his jaws into Kenneth's living flesh.
Kenneth shut his eyes, waiting for the inevitable end when the sickening crush of smashed bone rang in his ears. He opened his eyes at last, watching as Mr. Karcher bashed Kenneth's attacker's head in.
"Annnd, I just saved you once again, if you're still inclined to keep count." Mr. Karcher walked over, the triumphant victor of favors, and extended his hand.
Kenneth took it and let Mr. Karcher pick him up.
"We're right back where we started."
"I can't take it anymore. If you gentlemen are done coming up with wisecracks no one gives a shit about, I'd fully appreciate it if you get this baby out of me now than any of your snide remarks!"
They turned to see Mrs. Karcher breathing hard and giving them the most annoyed look she could possibly muster.
"Alright." Kenneth nodded to the relief of Mr. Karcher. "Let's hurry up and quickly save your baby, Mrs. Karcher."
Then I can find her again.
Kenneth looked around. It was a miracle that the place was virtually untouched by the unspeakable horrors outside. Apart from the single dead attacker lying by the side with his face smashed, the theater seemed empty and was hopefully, sterile.
"Get her onto the table." Kenneth ordered as he rummaged through the cabinets. Though his active mind was focused on gathering the necessary items for the procedure, he subconsciously couldn't help but notice the inconspicuous door in the corner. Was it really his way to freedom?
"She needs general anesthesia. I'm going into the supply cabinet."
"Wait! No, I'll get you what you need. You stay here and prep her."
"Why not? You probably can't tell the difference between a syringe and a scalpel. I'm going in."
"No."
Kenneth stared at Mr. Karcher, surprised that he was so adamant against what seemed to be such a trivial thing.
"Hurry up, Doctor Cook! Just tell me what you need; I'll get it for sure."
Kenneth didn't have time to argue, Mrs. Karcher's muffled screams were making the infected outside pound harder against the doors of the operating theater.
Letting Mrs. Karcher hang onto him for support as she moved herself from stretcher to table, Kenneth watched Mr. Karcher like a hawk as his figure disappeared into the door in the corner.
He had written everything he could think of on a scrap of paper and pressed it into Mr. Karcher's hand so that he could remember but Kenneth still had his reservations about this method of delivery.
"Is that everything I asked for?"
"I got whatever I could. There weren't any dissolvable stitches so I took the normal ones instead."
"It'll have to do. Honestly I'm surprised that there're any left." Kenneth replied as he quickly washed his hands and put on a new set of gloves. This was an emergency procedure, he had to hurry.
"Alright, Mrs. Karcher. I'm going to put you under. When you wake up you'll have your baby in your arms."
Kenneth took the syringe filled with a clear liquid from the tray Mr. Karcher had placed beside him.
"You're sure this is anesthesia, ten CCs of it?"
Mr. Karcher nodded. "It's my wife, doctor. Do you think I could be careless about this?"
Kenneth nodded. He'd double check to make sure, but those automatic doors sounded flimsier by the second. He'd just have to trust that Mr. Karcher had followed his instructions to the letter.
"Go grab anything you can and make another barricade, starting with the stretcher." Kenneth shouted as he tapped Mrs. Karcher's arm to make her vein more visible.
Mr. Karcher nodded, tipping the stretcher over and shoving it against the automatic doors.
Kenneth's experience with giving anesthesia was limited to watching it happen a few times and listening to a brief overview by one of the doctors specializing in it. He hoped he had remembered enough to ensure that Mrs. Karcher could wake up again after this was all over.
Kenneth stared at the syringe in his hand and at the vein on Mrs. Karcher's arm.
It's just like last time.
He couldn't stop himself from trembling. How the hell was he going to put her under like this?
Dammit, Ken. Keep it together! You couldn't save him back then, but you can save her now.
Kenneth took a deep breath, letting his breathing slow as he banished the ghosts of his past.
Alright, I'm ready.
He injected what he hoped was anesthesia and counted to seven, watching in relief as Mrs. Karcher drifted off into blissful unconsciousness, her heart rate thankfully intact.
"I'm back, what else do you need?"
Kenneth looked up at Mr. Karcher and then at the automatic doors. Mr. Karcher had dumped the stretcher and anything else that he could find against its entrance while jamming the door mechanism with a couple of miscellaneous surgical tools.
Suddenly the infected throwing themselves against the doors didn't seem so threatening anymore.
"Scalpel. And watch her heart rate and the oxygen tube in her mouth. Tell me the instant something's wrong."
Kenneth found the sterilized metal blade in his gloved hands. He took one last deep breath.
And so it begins.
He plunged the blade into Mrs. Karcher's abdomen, making a vertical cut down from her navel to pubic area.
The possibility of a low transverse incision had crossed his mind as he pulled apart her stomach muscles and reached Mrs. Karcher's uterus at last. But there was simply no time.
He plunged both hands in, feeling around for the little life that held him in amazed wonder. Pulling the baby out, his eyes widened in awe. It was strangely fulfilling, delivering new life even as the world burned around him.
"Oh my god, honey, you did it!" Kenneth shouted excitedly after taking his intense concentration off the heart monitor attached to Mrs. Karcher.
Kenneth couldn't help but smile at the little crying being as Mr. Karcher took it from his arms.
"Here, clean its nose and mouth, and be gentle."
Mr. Karcher nodded.
"Thank you, thank you so much doctor!"
Kenneth heaved a sigh of relief as the strength in his legs suddenly left him. This day had been more stressful and unpredictable than he had ever anticipated. He had taken a life away before, but now, he had redeemed himself by bringing new life into the world.
Using a vacuum to suck up the amniotic fluid, Kenneth reached inside the incision and extracted the placenta, dumping it at the side before preparing needle and thread.
As he sealed the incision he made on her abdomen the best he could, he couldn't help but wonder if he was sealing Mrs. Karcher to her fate. A cesarean was traumatic on any woman's body and with the dead lingering outside, Kenneth wasn't sure if they could hold out in here long enough for her to recover. The stitching was far from perfect, but it would have to do until they got to proper medical help.
He couldn't blame anyone for the shit that had been dumped upon his life, upon everybody's lives.
Just a combination of poor timing and terrible external circumstances, I guess.
If Kenneth hadn't been there both her and her baby wouldn't stand a chance in a post apocalyptic world like this one. At least with his help, the baby managed to make it. With any luck, she would get to hold on to her son for what little time they had left.
Are you proud of me, Jenny?
Kenneth took over the anesthesia side of things, easing it off her and giving her time to slowly wake up.
"M-my son, h-how is he?"
Mrs. Karcher's groggy first words as she woke up were naturally about her baby. Kenneth couldn't think of anything else that she would say.
"Congratulations, Mrs. Karcher. You're the proud mother of a healthy baby boy."
Her smile made Kenneth feel that this was all worth it.
"Where is he?"
"Here you go, here's your mommy!" Mr. Karcher gingerly passed the crying baby into Mrs. Karcher's waiting arms.
Now that her baby was safe, Mrs. Karcher had no more regrets.
"Thank you, Doctor. It hurts like hell now, but thank you so much."
Kenneth couldn't help but smile.
Jenny, if only you could see me now.
"You're welcome, the both of you. Now that the both of you are safe, I must take my leave. Mr. Karcher?"
Mr. Karcher tossed Kenneth the ring of keys while looking away. A tinge of regret was visibly written on his face.
But Kenneth was too elated to care. This was his chance, his chance to make it out, to gather his wits and return for Jenny. He headed towards the supply closet and opened the door - only to have four walls staring right back at him.
"Mr. Karcher..." Kenneth's throat tightened as he struggled to speak coherently and maintain his vocal levels. "Where is this door you spoke of, the door you promised was supposed to be here?"
"I-I'm sorry, Doctor Cook. I lied."
* * * * *
* * * * *
"I-it was the only way to get you to agree. I did what I had to do for my family!"
"I… I can't believe I didn't see this coming." Kenneth stared at the man who saved his life and then damned him to hell. The end of the revolver barrel pointing stoically at Mr. Karcher's head trembled in Kenneth's hand.
Mr. Karcher raised his hands in protest.
"If killing me will appease you, Doctor Cook, then do it. But please, leave Sarah and my baby alone."
"Heh." Kenneth couldn't believe his ears. He couldn't help but start breaking out in hysterics. Was this man stupid? At least back in Ward 29 he had a slim chance of making it out alive. But here? Mr. Karcher had sealed them to their fates with his rash decisions and infectious persuasion.
Persuasion that Kenneth was gullible enough to fall for.
This theater that was to be his path to freedom suddenly transformed into his tomb. A shade of crimson anger rushed to Kenneth's cheeks.
There's no way I'm going to die in here, not when I haven't found her yet.
He gave the automatic doors a brief glance, watching in horror as the horde of infected outside outnumbered the bullet chambers in his revolver.
Assuming they didn't take their chances with the ranks of infected attempting to break in, they would die a slow death, gradually weakening from starvation, from thirst, going mad from the haunting moans that permeated the theater.
"What's the use of having your child delivered when we're all going to die in here?"
"I-I don't know!" Mr. Karcher pleaded. "I… I wasn't thinking straight. All I wanted was for you to save them! Fuck!"
Kenneth watched as Mr. Karcher held his head in his hands, probably realizing the futility of his plan and the sudden gravity of the situation.
For the first time since his world fell apart, Kenneth poured his hate into the man in front of him. He realized that it wouldn't eat him up inside that badly if he vented his anger on Mr. Karcher via a bullet to the forehead.
"Can you stand taking an innocent child's father away?" Mr. Karcher asked, standing stoically in front of Mrs. Karcher who cradled their newborn in her arms. If he was going down, he was going to make damned sure that not a single bullet landed on his family.
Damn.
Kenneth lowered his gun at last. Plunging his fist hard into the wall, he gritted his teeth under the pain of bad decisions before heading into the supply closet. There were a few things inside that he could probably use to reinforce the barricade further, but for how long, he did not know.
"So? What now?" Kenneth roared, his tone oscillating between justified anger and seething sarcasm.
Mr. Karcher looked down and remained silent, unable to bring himself to meet Kenneth's eye.
"They're not going get my baby, there's no chance in hell I'm ever going to let that happen."
"Calm down honey, they're not going to reach you, I promise.' Mr. Karcher tried reassuring his wife, though Kenneth noted with idle interest that it was obviously not working.
"Over my dead body! They'll have to kill me first before they can even touch him!"
"How're you holding up Mrs. Karcher?" Kenneth asked, trying not to think about impending death constantly attempting to break down the doors of hope.
"I was expecting to be resting by now, doctor. But," Mrs. Karcher shrugged, gesturing towards the horde outside. "Guess god isn't giving me any room to breathe huh?"
"Rest here the best you can ma'am, while your myopic husband and I think of a way out."
Kenneth looked at Mr. Karcher, disgusted that the man before him was allowing himself to wallow in self-pity.
"What kind of husband are you? Can't you see that your wife's uncomfortable on the hard table like that? I saw linen in the supply closet, go help her out!"
"Y-yes Doctor Cook." Mr. Karcher stuttered, rushing past him, glad that they were finally on speaking terms again, even just barely.
Kenneth wracked his brains. The apart from the automatic double doors that would be shattered first before they budged, there seemed to be simply no other exit available to them.
He looked up at the glass panel above them.
That's the observation deck, where doctors could observe the procedure happening down here. Kenneth knew. He had stood witness to several lifesaving operations himself. The good thing was, as far as he could see, that deck was clear.
The only problem was that apart from shooting out the glass and fashioning some sort of rope before somehow fastening it up there, there was simply no way for everybody to escape, especially when there was a baby that had to be a carried and a mom who couldn't even sit up at the moment.
Well, Kenneth thought, at least the baby was born safely, for the time being.
Jenny, if you were here, what would you do?
Suddenly, the hope to live that was slowly leaving him returned all at once. Kenneth saw a vent on the on the wall, a vent that seemed large enough for him to squeeze through. His mind wandered back to his fourth day as a hospital intern.
"Doctor Ross? What's that vent for?" He asked in the cheeriest voice he had.
"Operating theaters have to be as sterile as possible. That vent recycles the air through a filter and sends the unwanted contaminants to the roof and out of here." Doctor Ross replied tersely and to the point.
Kenneth liked that about him, a no-nonsense kind of guy that he had learnt heaps from. Though now all that had come to pass.
The moans of the living dead outside brought Kenneth back to frightening reality. There was no time to lose. Rushing over to the vent, he blew the cover away with a single, well-placed kick.
Mr. and Mrs. Karcher turned to look, startled by the noise.
"Oh my god, dear, look! There is a way." Mr. Karcher said, his heartbeat rising from unstoppable excitement.
Kenneth's palms began to sweat and feel clammy. The infinite blackness of the vent staring back at him was like a literal leap into the unknown. But anything was better than hanging around here waiting to die.
"Mrs. Karcher, you've been through more than enough already, but I beseech you, in light of the situation outside, can you find your own strength to escape with us?" Kenneth asked, hoping against hope that she could. After all, Kenneth thought, if she could endure such a traumatic birth, a woman like that could probably handle anything.
"Arrrgh, damn!" Mrs. Karcher swore as she struggled to sit up.
"Doctor, you see how useless my husband is? His wife obviously needs help and what do you think he's doing?"
"Oh, right dear, let me help." Mr. Karcher finally snapped out of his daze. He took the baby from his wife and offered his shoulder as support as she tried to pull herself up.
"I'm sorry doctor; I'm normally not as bitchy as this. It's probably just the stress and everything."
Kenneth nodded. "I know what you mean. I get stressed too knowing the only girl I even remotely cared about is probably trapped somewhere in the next block and I can't do a damn thing to save her."
"You saved me, Doctor, and my baby when you had every opportunity to leave back then. I think the girl you're talking about would have liked you if you asked."
"Thanks Mrs. Karcher. I guess it's all too late now. I guess I'll just do what I can."
Mrs. Karcher stood up unsteadily, one hand holding her husband's shoulder in a vice grip while the other clutched her stomach.
"Hold on." Kenneth said as he rushed into the medical supply closet and came out with a roll of bandages.
"Here." He said. "That should hopefully hold until we get to some real help."
"Thank you." Mrs. Karcher smiled. "Dammit Adam, thank the nice doctor!"
"Thanks, Doctor Cook." Mr. Karcher said quietly.
"I'm sorry for lying to you." He added.
"Whatever. We have a chance to escape now; we better take it while it lasts."
Kenneth looked at the automatic double doors. They had taken enough punishment and looked like they were about to -
"Mwarrgh!"
Everybody cringed and turned away as the glass doors shattered at last. The infected fell over themselves clambering over the makeshift barricades - the last bastion of safety separating the living from the infected - for the fresh rewards on the other side.
"Honey… honey… I'm bleeding."
"Oh shit! Doctor Cook! I need your help, please!"
"Don't, Adam. Take the baby and leave me."
"No!"
"Do it, dammit! Go before it's too late!"
Kenneth froze in shock as he saw the horde shatter the glass doors at last. The pathetic excuse for a barricade only slowed them down as the infected threw their bodies at it without a second thought.
Mrs. Karcher took two steps towards the vent and collapsed onto the ground.
"Go, dammit! There's no way I can climb inside the vent, not on my own, not with your help. The boy, our kids, wherever they are, they can't lose another parent. Go Adam, I love you, now get the fuck out of here!"
Mr. Karcher knelt down beside his wife, letting her see her baby boy for one last fleeting second.
Kenneth wished this moment, before the horde broke through, could last forever. But of course, it passed on by too quickly as Kenneth ran to the operating table and grabbed two scalpels.
"Here, Mrs. Karcher." Kenneth said in all manner of urgency as he pressed the cool metal blade stained with her blood into her palms. "Hold out as long as you can. If there were any other way…"
"Thank you, Doctor. You're a doctor no matter what anyone else says, and you've done more than enough. I'll make sure none of them come after you, I promise."
"Mr. Karcher, we have to go, now!"
"Just a second longer, just a -"
Mrs. Karcher pulled her husband in for a final word as the moans of the infected finally drenched the operating theater.
The first of the infected burst through the barricade at last. Kenneth grabbed a distraught Mr. Karcher and made a break towards the vent.
"Follow me, and no matter what happens, no matter what you hear, don't you dare fucking stop!" Kenneth screamed into Mr. Karcher's face, trying his best not to let the endless stream of tears in the eyes of both father and baby unnerve him.
"Goodbye dear. I love you."
"Raise our kids well!" Mrs. Karcher voice echoed off the metal walls of the vent as the two men and the baby slowly wormed their way out of the sounds of violence.
"I'll get you! And you! None of you are getting past… none of you…"
A sudden, long, final scream coming from behind tore through the vent and chilled Kenneth to the bone as he struggled to keep going, groping his way through the narrow darkness.
"Don't cry…" Mr. Karcher said as in a futile attempt to pacify his wailing son. The noise was not good, possibly signaling to every infected person in the vicinity of their location.
"Don't cry my son, mommy has gone… to a better place." Mr. Karcher choked up.
Kenneth felt sick to his stomach. Under any other circumstance, Kenneth almost felt like he could have become a family friend to them. Maybe he was already considered one. But alas, the world waits for no one.
With his knees chafing against the vent metal, Kenneth gritted his teeth and resolved to pick up the pace when the literal light at the end of the tunnel was became the greatest motivation he could ever receive.
"Mr. Karcher! Mr. Karcher?"
"Yes, Doctor Cook?"
"I… I think I see the exit!"
Kenneth kicked the exit vent open and emerged into the light.
The roof was a vast plain of crushed gravel, its flat ground intermittently interrupted by a humming external air-conditioning unit. It was empty and quiet, exactly how he liked it. His feet crunched gravel as he took uneasy steps towards the rooftop ledge and looked down.
Bodies, blood, carnage was everywhere. Kenneth pulled back immediately to stop himself from puking.
The movements he heard behind him when he was climbing through the vent morphed into footsteps approaching him. Kenneth looked back.
Mr. Karcher looked at him. His son cried in his arms while the blood of untold infected humans soaked his shirt. Tears streamed down his cheeks.
"I'm sorry, Mr. Karcher."
Mr. Karcher shook his head.
"They came too fast. She couldn't even get up, much less make it through with us. She died saving her son, she died saving me."
"I know." Kenneth said quietly.
"Unless you can bring her back, shut the fuck up."
Startled, Kenneth elected to keep silence. The man had just lost his wife. Kenneth didn't even want to think about it. He muttered a silent prayer for her to himself before looking up into the sky, curious what that faint buzzing sound was. A news helicopter covering the area hovered overhead.
"HEY! OVER HERE!" Kenneth shouted, waving his arms frantically.
Mr. Karcher joined in the shouting. Watching with immeasurable joy as the chopper neared them.
"We're saved, I can't believe it, we're saved!" Kenneth couldn't help the tears flowing down his cheeks, "if only Sarah was here to see this."
After all that he had gone through, this nightmare was about to end. He shuddered to think about what happened to Jenny, hoping against hope that she was alright while resolving to go after her whereabouts when this crisis had blown over. He did what he could, and he was content to leave it at that.
The helicopter landed, as rough wind screeched in Kenneth's ears.
He approached the chopper as the door opened. Inside, a reporter and curious cameraman stared back at them, probably intending to barter a good story out of them in return for safe passage out.
Kenneth took one look inside the helicopter and froze.
"We can only take the baby and one of you, the chopper can't fly overloaded with the both of you on board!"
He looked at Mr. Karcher.
"I'm sorry, Doctor Cook."
Kenneth didn't know what the hell to do. He wanted to leave, to at least get to the ground where he could enter the pediatric block. But anything could happen while the chopper flew him down, if they were even willing to do so in the first place. Could he bear leaving a father and his baby to certain, gruesome death?
"Your boy has already lost his mother. He can't afford to lose his dad as well." Kenneth said quietly, unable to believe the words coming out of his mouth. As much as he was fighting against himself, Kenneth felt that it was the least he could do for Mrs. Karcher.
Besides, Jenny was probably still somewhere in the hospital, trapped somewhere, or worse… he had to find her. Somehow, he would find a way to get to the next block even without the helicopter's help.
Mr. Karcher nodded.
"After all I did… thank you. Before I left Sarah, do you know what she said? What her last words were?"
Kenneth shook his head. In any other scenario, that gun weighing him down inside his white coat would be firmly in his hand as he ensured his own survival. But somehow, Kenneth didn't know why but he had a feeling that he could die satisfied knowing that he had done one good thing in his life.
"Our boy, his name will be Kenneth. Kenneth Adam Karcher."
"Kenneth huh? That's a fine name." Kenneth replied, smiling at the crying baby wrapped in a towel in his father's arms.
"Get out of here. Make sure your boy doesn't grow up in the horrors of this world."
Mr. Karcher nodded as he entered the chopper, baby snug in his arms.
"Doctor Cook, I'm sorry."
"Sorry for what?"
"Everything I've done to you."
"Mr. Karcher, if it weren't for you, I wouldn't be here in the first place. I'm still alive, aren't I?"
"I'm sorry. I had no choice. I should have known you'd let us go, but I couldn't take the chance. You're right, this boy needs his father. I'm so sorry."
Confusion hit Kenneth.
"What the hell are you talking about?" He asked.
But his words fell on deaf ears as the helicopter door slid shut behind father and baby. He watched as the chopper ascended into the air, hovering round the hospital before flying off to safety.
Then Kenneth collapsed.
He looked down and saw a syringe stuck deep into his right calf.
What the… how did I not feel this coming?
As he sat on the crushed gravel, he pulled the syringe out of his leg, unsure of how to feel about Mr. Karcher's latest betrayal. Anger, apathy, twisted humor surfaced in his mind. But mostly, he was trying to figure out how Mr. Karcher managed to inject him without being noticed. This man was neither a friend nor savior from the start. Nothing was above Mr. Karcher as he did whatever he could to save his family, even threatening and lying to Kenneth. Kenneth finally understood that now, sadly, he couldn't bring himself to blame Mr. Karcher.
For some reason, Kenneth finally understood the new state of the world he lived in at this moment, where no one could be trusted, where every man was literally out for himself or his family. It was Kenneth who refused to adapt, and now, he was facing the consequences of his good intentions.
It was too late for regrets anyway. Now, he definitely couldn't even find Jenny.
The prospect of never knowing what happened to her, to his parents no matter how tumultuous their relationship, the prospect of being denied closure was something Kenneth had never to hurt.
The local anesthesia had spread to his legs, rendering him immobile.
He looked at the city skyline. A single tear fell from his cheek as he saw numerous towers of black smoke clouding the sky. The sound of distant gunfire as the military moved in stunned him. Screams of pain, violence, everything he didn't want to see was right in front of him.
"Mwarrrgh."
The doors to the roof had burst open and a horde of infected had come spilling out towards him at last. Was this punishment for his selfish thoughts, his last grave mistake as a hospital intern, or the death of Mrs. Karcher from Kenneth's incompetence?
No, this was merely a consequence of Mr. Karcher's harmful actions.
Kenneth couldn't believe that he didn't see it coming. But at least he still had his revolver. A comforting weight in his tattered, dirty doctor's coat.
The horde was closing in on him.
Kenneth looked behind only to see the very same ledge he had backed away from just moments prior.
This is it.
If finding Jenny was no longer an option, he wasn't going to die as one of them, he simply wasn't!
Kenneth pulled the revolver out of his coat and stared at it. Its power to end it all captivated him for a moment as he raised it and aimed at the head of the nearest infected monster coming after him.
He struggled to keep calm, to slow his breathing and ready his aim. His mind went blank.
Never did Kenneth feel so alive after having death come at him from a hundred feet away. It was a pity that he couldn't live to enjoy being alive gaining his newfound appreciation for life seconds ago.
Kenneth then pressed the barrel of the revolver hard into the side of his head and shut his eyes, hearing the collective, chilling moans of death coming straight for him.
Live well, Kenneth Karcher. Goodbye, Jenny.
* * * * *
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Hey there! Firstly, congratulations for finishing my novelette! I want to thank you for taking the time to reach this far in the first of my Living Death series and I hope you had as much fun as I did wondering what Kenneth was going to do next! In my short life, this is my first foray into writing fiction of this genre and I have found it challenging but extremely invigorating at the same time.
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Kenneth Cook's life is now in your hands, won't you help him out?
Left for dead and back by (some) popular demand, the rounds in Kenneth's revolver are terribly empty as he puts the muzzle to his head. He stares at the zombies coming straight for him on the roof as the helicopter carrying the man who crippled him sails off into the horizon. This is it. Not an easy death by suicide but one borne of suffering as the zombies are about to rip his guts out. But Kenneth isn't one to give up on killing himself so easily. He rolls himself over the edge, expecting his brains to turn into a Jackson Pollock painting on the concrete parking lot down below. But as he lands with a bounce, he's saved by a suicide net fixed on the second floor… and given a new lease of life.
He's on a mission to find Jenny, the one and only person who's cared about him throughout the medical school that he dropped out of. And when he encounters a ragtag bunch of survivors, each complete with their own pasts and grudges, can he unite them towards the common goal of survival?
Faced with betrayal, hopelessness, helplessness, complications, violence, blood and gore, Kenneth must fight the best he can with what limited means he has. For the sake of Jenny, for the sake of himself, he must fight and survive in this undead world, even if there is no escape.
Excerpt:
"Mwarrrgh!!!"
Kenneth didn't have time to marvel at dumb luck. He turned round to see three zombies stumbling out from the elevator.
Fuck. In his elation he had forgotten to watch the elevator arrive and now he was almost caught off-guard.
The nearest zombie pounced. Kenneth raised his stick, impaling it through its brains.
One down, two to g-
The second zombie was all over Kenneth, pushing his wheelchair down as he fell over.
"Fuck, get away from me you… you undead bastard!" Kenneth yelled, locked in a life or undeath struggle. The zombie was strong, way stronger than Kenneth had ever expected. And for an undead nurse as petite as it was, it sure put in a ravenous effort for Kenneth's flesh.
Kenneth looked to the side, watching the last zombie lumbering towards them. There was no doubt in his mind that if the last zombie fell upon him, it would be all over.
"Motherfucker!" Kenneth swore out of desperation. His loaded revolver slipped out of his coat pocket and laid on his stomach. It was so near, yet so far. If Kenneth loosened his grip holding off the hungry undead nurse on top of him to reach for his revolver, he was sure it would spell certain death. Kenneth was fast, but he wasn't sure, after watching how quickly she had pounced on him, that he could be faster than her snapping jaws.
Crucial seconds ticked by as Kenneth's heart thumped in sync with the last zombie's ominous footsteps. He was a tall, black man dressed in tattered grey overalls that were now stained with blood and dragging a mop behind him. His steps were slow, but sent Kenneth's blood pressure rocketing up a few notches with each impending step.
The zombie on top of Kenneth struggled and hissed at him. Thrice it snapped its teeth at Kenneth's neck. Kenneth had enough trouble already fending her off as he was, he definitely didn't need this self-imposed doomsday device lumbering towards him.
Fuck my life. Kenneth thought as his last bit of adrenaline and its accompanying strength began to abandon him. Just as he was about to find Jenny again, this just had to happen.
"Sorry Jenny." Kenneth mouthed quietly as the approaching zombie towered above him. He figured he could use the nurse on top of him as a zombie shield of sorts against the attacks of the janitor zombie, but for how long?
Suddenly, the sound of severing flesh penetrated the zombie nurse as he came face to face with the tip of a shiny, steel blade. His eyes widened as he looked on in surprise.
...what?
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